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In this article, I would like to examine the influence that Japanese poetry 
has had on American poetry. In order to do this, it will be necessary to take 
a cursory look at the development of poetry in Japan and the history of relations 
between Japan and the United States. These are both big topics in themselves 
and a thorough investigation of these topics is beyond the scope of this article. 
I apologize to the readers for only being able to provide a brief outline of these 
as they relate to the main topic. 

To talk about the development of Japanese poetry, we must take into account 
the relationship between Chinese poetry and Japanese poetry. Many people have 
the mistaken impression that Japanese poetry is an imitation of Chinese poetry. 
This is like thinking that Japanese and Chinese are basically the same language 
because they both use kanji. Japanese and Chinese poetry are as different as 
the two languages. There are major differences in the length, style, and themes 
of poems in the two languages. Chinese poetry is usually rhymed, and the rhyme 
scheme is based on the complex series of tones used in the Chinese language. 
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Japanese poetry does not rhyme. Meter is meaningless in Japanese poetry 
because the consonant-vowel structure of the Japanese language tends to even 
out stress. The structure of Japanese poetry is based on syllable (jion, ^ if, 
literally " character sound " ) count. 

Japan's indebtedness to China for language, writing systems, philosophy, 
religion, and literary styles is similar to Europe's indebtedness to ancient Greece 
and Rome for the same things. China had a tremendous influence on Japan, but 
it would be a serious mistake to think that Japanese culture or literature is 
directly imitative of Chinese culture or literature. 

Poetry has always been very important in Japan. The earliest " novels " in 
Japan were really just a series of poems with a description of the scene or 
circumstances that inspired the poem. The only thing that provided continuity 
was that they were all written by the same person or were all produced by a 
particular emperor's court. 

The first true novel in Japan was The Tale of Genji OW-fc^Mn), which 
was written about 1000 A. D. by Lady Murasaki Shikibu. This is also considered 
the first true novel in the world, because it is the first known fictional work to 
have a continuing story utilizing the same characters throughout. Even in this 
novel, however, we can see the importance of poetry in Japan. There are over 
800 poems included in The Tale of Genji. There are whole conversations that 
consist largely of poetry, and love poems are constantly being sent back and 
forth between the characters. 

From the 9th to 11th centuries, one of the main functions of poetry in Japan 
was as a " go-between " in love affairs. A man might hear the name or a 
description of a certain woman and think " How lovely she must be. " He would 
then write a poem and have it delivered to her. The woman, on reading the 
poem, would take into account not only the content and quality of the poem, but 
also the style and quality of the calligraphy, the type of paper used, and the 
fragrance (if any) added to the paper. If she was suitably impressed, she 
would write a poem in return. This process could go on for years without the 
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"lovers" ever seeing each other. If they did meet, they would most likely talk 
to each other through a standing screen, so that they could hear each other 
but still not see each other. The basis of these " love affairs " was the poems 
that were exchanged. 

Writing love poetry was not restricted to young people, and it was not 
always restricted to affairs of the heart. All the members of the court, even the 
emperor, wrote love poetry. A lot of these poems were written as literary 
exercises. They were not sent to anyone, but were presented to the court and 
judged for their literary quality. Being able to write poetry well was considered 
an important skill in court society. 

Warriors also wrote poetry. They were usually allowed to compose a death 
poem before being killed in battle or before committing seppuku (ritual suicide). 
These poems would be included in later tales of the warriors and would become 
part of their legends. Although it was rare, there are accounts of warriors 
who were so moved by the death poems of their opponents that they could not 
kill them and allowed them to live. 

All classes in Japan wrote poetry, but popular literature was not considered 
important until about 300 years ago. Therefore, only the poetry of courtiers is 
included in the old anthologies. We can only wonder how much fine poetry of 
the common people has been lost because of this. 

The most typical topics in Japanese poetry are love or nature. As for 
nature, these are usually descriptions of nature and not philosophical questionings 
into the workings or meaning of nature as is found in much Western poetry. 
Only Zen had any significant religious influence on Japanese poetry, and Zen 
does not lend itself to philosophical dissertations. 

The following poem, written by Onitsura (1661-1738), typifies the general 
feeling toward poetry in Japan: 
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.&"CfcP>a6i Is there, I wonder, 

Qhkhh^fr A man without pen in hand ? 
^ l^Ool The moon tonight... 

(Note: This and all other poem translations in this article are from Japanese 
Literature by Donald Keene.) 



The abundance of homonyms, words that sound alike but have different 
meanings, in Japanese make double or triple meanings not only possible but 
desirable. A skilled poet can construct a poem that will have two completely 
different meanings if read in different ways. The following poem by Shin 
Kokinshu is a good example of how this double meaning works: 



kie wabinu 
utsurou hito no 
aki no iro ni 
mi wo kogarashi wo 
mori no shita tsuyu 



n^hn T>h<D 

first reading - 

Sadly, I long for death 

My heart tormented to see how he, 

The inconsistent one, 

Is weary of me 

I am weak as the forest dew 

second reading - 

See how it melts away, 

that dew in the windswept forest 

where the autumn colors are changing 

In the case of a poem with double meanings, it is not enough to view the 
different readings as separate poems. Both readings must be taken together in 
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order to give full meaning to the poem. 

The oldest poetic form in Japanese oetry is the nagauta (J|!#; or JHJI), or 
" long song " . The structure of the italics is alternating lines of five and seven 
syllables (5-7-5-7-...) with no limit on the length of the poem. Donald Keene, an 
expert translator of Japanese and Chinese poetry, has argued that the nagauta 
form also set the basic rythmn of the Japanese language. In other words, even 
random samples of modern spoken Japanese would generally fall -into this pattern 
of alternating lines of five and seven syllables. 

The ianka (£51|fc), or " short song" , eventually replaced the nagauta as the 
popular form of poetry and remained predominant for a long time. The structure 
of a tanka is lines of 5-7-5-7-7 syllables. The development of the ianka form also 
allowed the development of the renga GSlJfc), or " linked songs " form. These are 
poems composed by two or more people. The participants take turns composing 
lines of 5-7-5 and 7-7 syllables, so the structure is 5-7-5-7-7-5-7-5-7-7..., with no 
limit set on length. All of the sections must link and be related. The renga is 
really a series of tanka strung together that form a long, continuing poem. This 
type of poetry was often used as a kind of game. The first person would try 
to start with three lines (5-7-5) that he thought would be difficult for the second 
person to " cap " with the next two lines (7-7). Then it would be up to the first 
person (if there were only two participants) or a third person to continue with 
another section of 5-7-5. The participants would continue in this way, challenging 
each other to build on what had already been set down. Needless to say, 
some renga are quite long. 

Since tanka were written by the people of the court, Japanese poetry for 
centuries was filled with courtliness. The poetry produced by the court was 
beautiful in a subdued way, but the elimination of coarseness also meant the 
elimination of much of the vigor and life of this poetry. It was beautiful poetry, 
but it was also rather aimless and somewhat out of touch with the realities of 
life. 

Basho saw that the court poetry was getting stale, so he decided to do 
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something about it. He was already a widely acknowledged poet and a master 
at renga. He took the opening three lines of a renga (5-7-5), which were known 
as a hokku, and developed it into a new form of poetry that would later come 
to be known as haiku (#^j). He insisted that this new form should not only aim 
at beauiful effects, but should also try to continually be fresh. This was considered 
strange at the time, since new variations of accepted classics were considered 
more important than being original. Basho, however, seldom made reference to 

earlier works. 

The very short structure of the haiku necessarily makes it a very direct 
kind of poetry. There is no room for unnecessary words or philosophy. The 
haiku has rules not only for the number of syllables in each line, but also for 
what should be contained in each line. The first line is supposed to contain a 
scene or " general condition. " This is a sort of thumbnail sketch using only a 
few details to describe the setting. The second line contains a momentary 
perception. This is the " action " in the poem, or something which disturbs or 
disrupts the scene or general condition in line ne. The third line is the " spark " 
between the two or intersection of the two. The topics of haiku are not restricted, 
but the poem should speak directly about the subject of the poem and include as 
little " narration " from the poet's viewpoint as possible. The poet should try to 
remove himself and his personality from the poem. The poem should be told in 
present tense to preserve the feeling that the poem is happening now. The poem 
should describe things or events, but should contain no philosophical statements 
or value judgements about what is in the poem. It is up to the reader to decide 
the meaning or values of what the poem says. 

Of all the countless haiku that have been written, perhaps the best 
example of the form and probably the most famous is the following poem by 
Basho: 
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furu ike ya 
kawazu tobikomu 
mizu no oto 



The ancient pond 
A frog jumps in 
The sound of water 



In this poem, we can view the ancient pond in the first line as representing 
the eternal. The frog in the second line represents the momentary or transitory 
which disrupts the eternal. The sound of water in the third line is the intersection 
or result of the meeting of the two. Although the poem is very short and 
describes a very simple scene, the poet has managed to make a philosophical 
statement without personally intruding into the poem. 

With this background on the development of Japanese poetry, we can now 
begin looking at how the relationship between Japan and America developed and 
how the influence of Japanese poetry on American poetry developed. 

The first American ship to land in Japan arrived in 1791, 62 years before 
Perry. It was a whaling ship on its way back from China. It got caught in a 
storm and landed at the southern end of the Kii peninsula to seek shelter. The 
villagers who lived there sent word to the local government that " the Red-hairs 
from a land called A-me-ri-ka " were there with big ships. The local lord sent 
samurai to drive the intruders away, but the ship was gone before they got 
there. They had left when the storm was over. 

In 1843, four Japanese fishermen from Tosa, which is the old name for 
Kochi Prefecture, were shipwrecked on a small island and rescued by an 
American ship. Since Japan was a closed country at this time and it was 
forbidden for anyone to leave or enter the country, it was impossible for these 
fishermen to return home. The ship took them to America, where they remained 
for the rest of their lives. One of them eventually graduated from an American 
college. This was the first significant personal contact between Japanese and 
Americans. 

During the early 1800's, American whaling ships were fishing near Japan. 
Americans had seen the coastline of Japan, but it remained an impenetrable 
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country. The Dutch were allowed limited access to the port of Nagasaki, but 
anyone elso who tried to enter Japan was put to death. 

Commodore Perry " opened " Japan in 1853, and this can be viewed as the 
beginning of an official relationship between Japan and the United States. This 
brought Japan into the world community and put an end to the isolationism of 
the Tokugawa era. 

In 1860, 76 " two-sworded samurai " were sent by the Japanese government 
to go to America and find out more about the place. They toured the country 
from San Francisco to New York. When they reached New York City, a 
parade was held in their honor. They rode through the streets in an 
open carriage as the people of the city cheered and showered them with 
confetti. 

One of the spectators in the crowd watching this parade was Walt Whitman, 
and he described the event in the poem "A Broadway Pageant" in Leaves of 
Grass. Whitman saw these men as "messengers" of Eastern philosophy. 
Whitman thought that Eastern philosophy was needed to overturn the rationalism 
of the previous century. Emerson and Thoreau had already been influenced by 
the English translation of the Indian classic, Bhagavad Gita, and all three of 
these men thought that America should turn to the East for guidance into the 
future. 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow became interested in Japan in the 1870's. His 
son Charles was a wanderer who wandered all over the U. S. Henry got a 
letter from San Francisco one day that said " Have suddenly decided to go to 
Japan. Send all further correspondence to the Bank of Osaka-Charles. " Henry 
was understandably furious with his son at first, but developed an interest in 
Japan from the letters Charles sent back while he was in Japan from 1871-1873. 
Charles also sent his father a lot of souvenirs, especially pottery. Henry soon 
had a rather large collection of Japanese pottery which he loved very much. 
Longfellow's poem " Keramos " , written in 1877, describes one of his pieces of 
Imari pottery. 
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The American attitude toward Europe at this time was a love-hate 
relationship. Americans had to acknowledge the origins of their culture in 
Europe, but most Americans also had the attitude that Europe was cultured in 
a snobbish way. The attitude toward Asia was humility before the originator of 
culture, and the term " Mother Asia " was often used. 

Toward the end of the 1800's, there was tremendous curiosity about Japan. 
It was considered a " rediscovered " country which was to be welcomed into the 
world community. From 1890 to 1910, Ernest Fenellosa, Lafcadio Hearn, and 
Percival Lowell all wrote extensively about what they saw and experienced in 
Japan. Their books were very popular in America and remained bestsellers 
for years. 

America wanted to embrace Japan as an equal country, but Japan thought 
that American ideas of freedom and democracy were too radical. Japan turned 
toward Europe because the Japanese government felt more comfortable with 
the European ideas of classes and aristocracy. Europe at this time looked 
down on Japan and thought it was an interesting but primitive and backward 
place. 

In the early 1900's, translations of haiku, tanka, and noh plays became 
available in English and French. This was the first time that Japanese literature 
became available to the American public. There were no new translations done 
for a long time after the original ones. 

One of the first American poets to be influenced by Japan and to write 
extensively about Japanese subjects was Amy Lowell (1874-1925). When she 
was a young girl, her brother Percival (mentioned previously) was in Japan. 
She had a fair knowledge of Japan from letters her brother sent her. Her 
brother also sent her ukiyoe prints, and she soon had a large collection of 
these. She wrote a number of poems based on these prints, describing in 
poem form the scenes they depicted and telling what she thought were the 
stories that went along with them. Later, she wrote a long poem called " Guns 
as Keys " , which described Perry's landing in Japan from both the American 
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and Japanese perspectives. In this poem, she expressed her concern about 
the way the American-Japanese relationship was developing. She felt that a 
relationship based solely on commerce would forever change both countries 
for the worse. 

Adelaide Crapsey was writing and publishing poems at about the same time 
as Amy Lowell. Crapsey had been greatly influenced by the early tanka 
translations. From her reading of tanka, she developed a form called the cinquain. 
This type of poem had a five line structure, with 2-4-6-8-2 syllables in each line 
respectively. The following is an example of one of Adelaide Crapsey's cinquains, 
and is also probably the most well-known: 

These be 

Three silent things: 
The falling snow... the hour 
Before dawn... the mouth of one 
Just dead 
(from American Poetry and Japanese Culture by Sanehide Kodama) 

While the cinquain form was not the same as the tanka form, this was the 
first time that anyone had written poetry in English with a structure based on 
syllable count nstead of rhyme and meter. 

Ezra Pound (1885-1972) was able to borrow Ernest Fenellosa's notebooks 
from his widow. These notebooks contained literal, word-by-word translations of 
a large number of Chinese and Japanese poems. Pound took these basic 
translations and polished them into a smooth poetic form. This contact with 
Chinese and Japanese poetry also greatly influenced Pound's personal poetic 
style. He wrote his first " haiku-like " poem about 1911. He also developed a 
theory of poetry based on haiku called " superposition " . The idea in this theory 
is that any two things, when put together in a poem, will reflect each other and 
become metaphors for each other. 
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One Hundred Poems from the Japanese was published by Kenneth Rexroth 
(1905-1982) in 1964. This was an important new translation of selections from 
the Hyakunin-Isshu and the Manyoshu. Rexroth was also able to visit Japan 
in 1967, and wrote " The Heart's Garden/The Garden's Heart " . This was a 
long poem in 12 sections based on his experiences in Japan. It included 
variations of classic Japanese tanka woven into his observations of modern 
Japan. 

A poet of major influence on the entire field of modern American poetry is 
William Carlos Williams (1983-1963). He wrote a large number of short poems 
which were very much like haiku. The brevity of his poems was a necessity 
since he was a practicing medical doctor and would jot down poems on 
prescription pads in between patients. His theory of poetry was " No ideas, but 
things " , which is also very much in line with the haiku style. He was also the 
poetic mentor and friend of two other major figures, Allen Ginsberg and Gary 
Snyder. 

Gary Snyder first sailed to Japan in 1956 and lived in a Zen temple in 
Kyoto. When he returned to the U. S. in 1958, he published his translations of 
24 poems by Kanzan (^llll) under the title Cold Mountain Poems. He returned 
to Japan in 1959 and studied Zen in a Kyoto temple, but this time he lived in 
a rented house instead of in the temple itself. 

In 1960, Joanne Kyger (another San Francisco poet) arrived in Kyoto. 
She and Gary married shortly after. They spent 1962 touring the lower 
Himalaya region of India with Allen Ginsberg. Gary and Joanne returned to the 
U. S. in 1964. Gary taught two classes of freshman Composition and one poetry 
course at the University of California at Berkeley during this time. He also 
wrote a series of poems about Japan, one for each month of the year, which 
were considered excellent. 

Gary and Joanne separated in 1965, and Gary was back in Japan by 1966. 
He lived in the same house he had previously rented, continued his Zen studies 
at a temple during the day, and taught English Conversation at the Kyoto 



- 217 - 



YMCA at night. The house that Snyder lived in was owned by a Japanese 
university professor. This professor, concerned that Snyder was lonely, invited 
Gary and a student named Masa Uehara to his house for dinner. Gary and 
Masa were married on the edge of an active volcano in 1967. 

Shortly after their son, Kai, was born in 1968, Gary and Masa went back 
to the U. S. By this time, Gary had published four books of poetry and become 
something of a legend in the poetry community. He further increased his 
reputation by publishing Earth House Hold in 1969 and The Fudo Trilogy in 
1973. 

In 1975, Snyder published Turtle Island, for which he won the Pulitzer 
Prize for Poetry. In this collection of poems, he combines Buddhist philosophy, 
American Indian philosophy, and ecological concerns. The title comes from an 
ancient American Indian name for America. 

Since about 1960, haiku has been an extremely popular form of poetry in 
America and millions of English haiku have been written. Writing haiku has 
even been used in American elementary schools to get children interested in 
poetry. There are currently about a dozen poetry magazines in America that 
print only haiku. 

There is still a lot of debate, however, over what the proper form of haiku 
in English should be. There are still no set standards or rules, so there is a 
lot of variation in American haiku. A general style has developed, though, and 
most American haiku follow this general style. 

Although some people write haiku in two lines and some in four lines 
(and more recently some people have begun writing one line haiku), the 
great majority of American haiku are written in three lines. Most American 
haiku are not written in a strict 5-7-5 syllable form, though most people try 
to stay close to this. The difference in English syllables and Japanese jion 
O^h 1 ) occasionally makes a strict 5-7-5 pattern awkward or distracting in 
English. Most people follow the form of " short line, slightly longer line, short 
line " . 
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The overwhelming majority of American haiku do not rhyme. Meter is 
generally not used, but the rhythm must " sound right. " 

The rule of including a reference to nature is generally followed, but kigo 
(^lo), or "season words", are generally not used since they don't apply to 
American culture. The rules of referring to a specific event, not using 
generalizations, and presenting the event as happening in the present are all 
followed. 

American haiku has a tendency to be bolder and more forceful than Japanese 
haiku. Also, American haiku has taken up subjects that are considered unsuitable 
for Japanese haiku, such as snakes, dead cats, sex, etc. 

Recently, there has been an increasing tendency to use American scenery 
in haiku. In American haiku, you will find descriptions of canyons, deserts, 
yucca plants, and other landscapes, animals, and plants that don 't exist in 
Japan. 

Overall, Japanese poetry has had a profound impact on the shape of 
modern American poetry. All the major modern American poets have been 
influenced in some way by the poetry of Japan. Kenneth Rexroth has said that 
Japanese poetry has had as much influence on American poetry as British 
or French poetry have had, and if we look at the period from 1940 on, 
Japanese poetry has been the dominant influence on American poetry. It is in 
the field of poetry that Japan has made its greatest contribution to world 
literature, and America owes a great debt to Japan for what American poetry 
is today. 
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